“Colony Jubilee” is the main
theme for the 1985 Alaska State
Fair in Palmer this year, cel-

Matanuska Valley colonization.
‘ The theme was selected to
. honor the colonists, “because
they deserve the credit for ev-

said Marsha Melton, state fair
general manager.

One day of the Aug. 23-Sept. 1
| fair will be designated to honor
colonists and senior citizens in
general. Special events and acti-
vities commemorating the hard
work undertaken by the 202 col-
onists who settled the Valley in
1935 will be staged throughout
the one-week fair.

ebrating the 50th anniversary of

erything the Valley is today,”
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They’re Getting Ready.

Are You?

If you want to enter one of
our competitive exhibits, call

ALASKA STATE FAIR us at 745-4827 right away.
We’ll see you ali at
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The sights, the sounds and excite-
ment of the 1985 Alaska State Fair
will be here before you know it.
This year we are adding new exhib-
it areas and upgrading the old in
celebration of the 50th anniversary
of the Colonists’ arrival in the valley.

Colony Jubilee 1935-1985

August 23rd to September 2nd!
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Pioneers watch homesteads disappear
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hauled to Alaska as part of the
Matanuska Colony Project, one
of the Great Depression’s most
ambitious welfare programs.

Wrestling stumps and plowing
fields in the Matanuska Valley,
the couple helped create some of
Alaska’s finest farmland. Now,
from a little red house on a
corner of their old farm, they’re
watching it disappear.

* Tony, 83, passes time tinker-
ing with his tractors and cutting
hay in a field that’s soon to be-
come a business park. Alys, 75,
tends a blug-ribbon flower gar-
den in the yard, watching traffic
stream by on a road where
moose once outnumbered cars.

“It’s no place to farm no
more,” grumbles Tony, a wiz-
ened man with hours of tales
from the old days. ‘“You’ve got to
have a fence six feet high to keep
people out of your crops. We
never locked our doors before.
Now we lock.”

The gradual shift from forest
to farm to city has become a fa-
- miliar theme of progress across
the American landscape. But
here, in the fastest-growing bor-
ough in a fast-growing state, the
pioneers are still alive, wonder-
ing what’s become of their fron-
tier.

Before the spring of 1935,
Tony never gave much thought
to Alaska. He was a poor farmer
and fisherman in Minnesota’s
Lake of the Woods country, try-
ing to support a wife and two
young children in a seemingly
endless depression.

One day, after visiting the

county office, he came home to
make the announcement that has

become a family legend: “Alys, |

we're going to Alaska.” Two
weeks later, they went.

To President Roosevelt and
his New Deal disciples, the Mata-
nuska Colony must have seemed
a stroke of genius. Not only
would it help settle the northern
territory and keep families off
the relief rolls, it would show a
down-and-out country that there
still was a frontier, where hard-
luck men and women could start
over by exercising the pioneer
spirit that had forged America.

To Alys and Tony Vickaryous,
going to Alaska was a case of
having nothing to lose. The train
dropped them and one ton of
household goods at the Mata-
nuska station on May 10, 1935.

They found a broad, forested
valley shaped by a glacier that
retreated 18,000 years ago into
the jagged Chugach Mountains.
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It is a fertile valley, where veget-
ables grow huge under the sun of
long summer days. But summer
ends quickly, with frost as early
as mid-August. In winter, icy
winds whip down from the moun-
tains, scouring fields and lifting
roofs.

The  retreating  glacier
dumped its load of earth at ran-

dom, laying gravel deposits next

to fertile soil. Colonists got their
lands the same way — by
chance.

They held a lottery, and Tony
won a swamp. He refused it and
nearly got booted out of Alaska.

“Washington, D.C. came up
here — big shots,” he says, still
fuming at the thought. “They
said if I didn’t like it, they’d ship
me back to Minnesota. I told
them I've been through two de-
pressions, got a wife and two
kids, and I’ll be here when you're
gone.” They gave him another
parcel.

Alys started making a home in
the tent city at Palmer. She re-
members women passing one
precious frying pan from tent to
tent. When workers distributed
blankets, Alys spied the ticking
they were packed in. She
grabbed the whole pile and
patched clothes with it for years.
“Still got scraps of it,” she says
proudly. ;

The colony was not all that
planners had hoped for. Bureau-
cratic bungling delayed home-
building and land-clearing. Many
colonists found Alaska too rough.
Within four years, 60 percent of
the original colonists had left.

But people like Alys and Tony
stuck, as stubborn as stumps.
They raised potatoes, tended
gardens and started dairy farm-
ing. Tony took up fishing to make
ends meet, leaving Alys and the
children to mind the farm two
months each year.

. World War II brought more
people to Alaska, and times got
better. But Tony and Alys still
lived by a motto born of the De-
pression: “Land is security.”
Scrimping and saving, they ex-
panded their original 80-acre plot
to 1,000 acres.

And the settlers passed on a

more polished land to their chil-

dren. :

The Vickaryous’ daughter,
Rose Marie, married a local
farm boy, Ray DePriest. Ray’s
parents sold them a picture-post-
card dairy farm by the rushing
Matanuska River, and they have
been there ever since.

Heady stuff, in a valley where
land once was so plentiful “you
couldn’t give it away,” Mrs. De-
Priest says.

What happened? Anchorage, .

40 miles to the southwest, began
to bulge at the seams as it be-
came the service center for a
state growing wealthy with
North Slope oil. In the early
1970s, people began spilling over
ir}lizlo Palmer and neighboring Wa-
silla.

“For Sale” signs blossomed in
the valley’s fields. When the De-
Priests bought their land in 1957,
there were 72 dairy farms in the
valley. Today there are six.

“I"d like to see my kids farm,”
Mrs. DePriest says. But proba-
bly not in the Matanuska Valley
— they’ll have to find new fron--
tiers. “The days of farming here
are numbered. The economics
just aren’t there.” 2

Fifty years has whitened Alys’
dark brown hair, but it has not
dulled her sharp-edged wit or ca-
pacity to make do with whatever
fortune brings. Some of her old
friends still own land, and
“they’re talking millions.” But
she wouldn’t have that headache
for the world, she says.

She has found another secu-
rity, stronger even than the land.
It is blood — four children, 26
grandchildren, and eight great-

grandchildren, “with three more
comn?.”

And each one has a spark of
the pioneer spirit, she says. ‘““You
could put them anywhere in the
country and they’d make it.
That’s all you can teach them —
how to survive.” -




	2_Anchorage Times_6_21_1985
	13_Anchorage Times_5_31_1985
	21_Anchorage Times_10_6_1985

